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Putting Theory into Practice
Applying Ml in the classroom meant enhancing, rather than
replacing, techniques we value

by Terri Coustan and Lezlie Rocka

In 1997, we were teaching adult basic education. Terri taught low-level learners,
mostly Hmong from Laos, who had little or no schooling in their own language and
limited use of English. Lezlie taught adult basic education to low-level learners,
women, most of them single mothers with dependent children receiving public
assistance. We became patrticipants in a teacher research project that focused on
applying multiple intelligences (M) theory to our adult education practices.

Multiple intelligences theory is just that, a theory. It is a psychological theory that
addresses what the brain does with information. After learning about MI, we were
both excited to try it in our classrooms. It made so much sense. It validated what
we witnessed with our students everyday: people seem to have different
strengths, or intelligences, and they seem to process information and express
what they know in different ways.

We wanted to use the theory, but we found ourselves asking just what that meant.
How does one apply a theory? Ml theory has no specific application method,
instructional approach, or curriculum, yet teachers in many K-12 schools are
applying it today. What this means to us is that they are using the theory to guide
how they teach. We decided to begin by using Ml theory as a way to think about
our students as we did the day-to-day, on-going, on-your-feet assessment we
always do. Then, we let the theory influence instructional choices. We will talk
about these processes separately, although often they happened simultaneously.

Viewing Students

At first, our application of Ml theory involved only how we, as teachers, viewed our
students. When we were "wearing Ml glasses," we could view students' choices
and preferences. We could see ways in which students learned most easily,
enjoyably, and efficiently and assumed that they corresponded with students'
strongest intelligences. Equipped with this information, we tried to develop or
encourage students to participate in activities that would aid their learning by
drawing upon their strengths.

For example, decorating at Christmas last year was not necessarily an MI-based
activity. But when Terri wore her Ml glasses, the activity provided her with
information about her students. She offered the learners, mostly Hmong, the
opportunity to decorate the class door. She brought in a variety of materials and
framed the top of the door with jagged paper resembling mountains. After a
discussion about Christmas in Laos, the students went to work.

Blia cut out a tree using a paper folding and cutting technique that differed from
the technique used by everyone else in the class. He made another tree with a
star on top. Choukha cut out a bird within the body of the tree and then he cut out
a dinosaur.

Mai See and Seng, two women, traced and pasted trees directly on the door.
Choua chose not to make a tree but made an airplane with a slit in the side in
which he inserted a wing. Other students did not use the paper or the scissors but
told Terri about Christmas in Laos, where it never snows.

Without MI glasses, Terri would have seen that her students cut, pasted, drew,
traced trees and airplanes, and that some people talked. She would have made a
mental note that some students were "good" or "gifted," as demonstrated by their
art work. She might have focused on how their individual efforts blended into a
spectacular seasonal display with interesting shapes, colors, and textures. The
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Once her low-level learners became more familiar with having choices, Terri
observed changes in their choices. Students started with easier activities or those
chosen by a friend. After four weeks, they were trying new activities and working
efficiently on the ones that they have previously tried. They were no longer doing
just the easier activities, such as writing their new spelling words in glitter. They
were doing the harder activities, such as sequential story strips, and they were
taking more control of their learning. They were seeking out their own ways to
learn and developing confidence in their choices. Terri believes that these new
skills will make it easier for them to learn English and will transfer to problem
solving outside the classroom.

In Conclusion

Teachers are bombarded with new curricula and instructional approaches. Each
new approach seems to suggest that we replace the old with something new.

Applying Ml theory was different: it did not mean that we abandon activities that
are important to us and to our students. It meant that we enhance them, and think
about our students differently.

None of this came easy to us. We found that after each class, we needed to reflect
on what had happened and what to do next. However, from the beginning, we saw
validity in the theory, and after applying it we saw that it helped our students learn.
How did MI theory affect us and our students? Our students broadened the ways
in which they expressed themselves and benefitted from this learning process.
They liked being able to express themselves in ways other than speaking and
writing. When given the opportunity to choose, they tapped into their own
strengths, finding a picture to illustrate a vocabulary word, or building objects with
clay.

We as teachers discovered fuller and richer ways to assess our students, and we
used the information in planning our lessons. We are still reading about the theory
and talking to other teachers who are using it. As we continue to teach, we know
that our application of MI theory will take us in new directions. We wish you good
luck on your own Ml journey.
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